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The Buckstaff Observatory is an interconnected group of structures, 
the major components of which were built about 192^-, and which has been added 
to and improved a number of times since then. The main building, the Buck- 
staffs' residence, is a story-and-a-half grey clapboarded frame cottage with 
a Dutch-style gambrel roof. Large shed dormers, open eaves, and the massing 
of the building give it a bungaloid appearance which is characteristic of 
many small residences built in the 1920s. Wings have been added to this 
basic structure on all sides. All are utilitarian in nature but are sympa­ 
thetic with the basic design of the house. The complex appears to have been 
completed before the Second World War; its interior was remodeled in 1951.

Connected to the main building by a sixty-foot-long hallway, which 
contains part of the Buckstaffs 1 extensive library, is a dumbell-shaped struc­ 
ture consisting of two observatory domes connected by a long narrow exhibit 
room. The westernmost dome contains a sixteen-inch telescope, and the east­ 
ernmost contains a five-inch telescope designed for solar observation. De­ 
tached and to the south of the solar dome is the simple dome structure con­ 
structed in 1918. It has been modified and contains a three-inch telescope. 
Scattered around the grounds of the observatory are a variety of meteorologi­ 
cal instruments.

| Research has thus far been unable precisely to document 
\ modifications with the exception of the 1951 remodeling.

additions and
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Buckstaff Observatory is significant to the history of scientific 
inquiry in the Oshkosh area. Since 1924 it has served as an important astro­ 
nomical and meteorological data collection center. It has also served an im­ 
portant educational function in Oshkosh as an informal astronomical and meteor­ 
ological laboratory for the Oshkosh State Normal School, and its successors, 
the Wisconsin State University — Oshkosh and the University of Wisconsin — 
Oshkosh. it is also significant for its association with Ralph N. Buckstaff.

Ralph N. Buckstaff is a prominent retired Oshkosh industrialist who 
headed a family furniture and cabinet-making business which had developed from 
the lumber business his grandfather had founded in 186?. In 1918 Ralph Buck- 
staff began the observatory at North Main Street, installing a home-made eight- 
inch reflecting telescope in a simple observatory structure which still is in 
use at the site. Buckstaff, who previously had had no formal training in as­ 
tronomy or meteorology, began astronomical observation as a hobby in 1910 when 
he acquired a three-inch reflecting telescope with which to observe Halley's 
Comet. In 1924 Buckstaff established a substantial residence and observatory 
at North Main Street and that year he added formal meteorological observation 
and recording to his avocation of astronomy.

Although Buckstaff remained a successful Oshkosh businessman, astron­ 
omy and meteorology became his real callings, and he is most noted for his 
activities in connection with the observatory and with the furthering of sci­ 
ence in Oshkosh. He helped found the Oshkosh Public Museum and was a long­ 
time president of its board of directors; he was also its curator of natural 
history. In addition he was an active member of a variety of astronomical 
societies as well as of the Winnebago County Historical and Archeological 
Society.

In following years Buckstaff expanded the observatory complex to in­ 
clude three telescopes and domes, and the observatory gained renown as a lo­ 
cal center for scientific investigation of the heavens as well as of the earth's 
atmosphere. In the 1920s Buckstaff began lecturing part time at the Oshkosh 
Normal School, and his students began visiting the observatory and using it 
as a laboratory. It continues in that function to the present. When Buckstaff 
observed what was believed to be a snowstorm on Mars in the late 1920s, the 
story gained statewide media coverage. In 1958 he was credited with the dis­ 
covery of a previously unknown variable star, Yi 1256. In addition, Buckstaff 
is noted for his extensive study of sunspots. For some time, the Buckstaff 
Observatory has been considered to be among the best amateur astronomical ob­ 
servatories in the midwest.
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8 SIGNIFICANCE (continued)

The role of the observatory as a meteorological observation station 
is perhaps even more important. Since 1924 the Buckstaff Observatory, a Co­ 
operative Weather Observer for the U.S. Weather Service, systematically has 
recorded meteorological data on the Oshkosh area. Although failing health 
prevents Ralph Buckstaff from actively continuing his observations, his wife 
and the observatory caretaker have continued this data collection to the pres­ 
ent .

Although the Buckstaffs have deeded the observatory to the University 
of Wisconsin — Oshkosh, they continue to reside there. The observatory is 
used by the Department of Physics as an astronomical observatory and per­ 
iodically is opened to the public for informal stargazing as well as educational 
purposes. It remains a lively scientific and cultural resource in Oshkosh.
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